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THE REMIGRANTS
by Edward F. and Gerda Sundberg

" Why did you emigrate to the United States?" Gerda
asked.
Mr. R. let a smile play with his lips. " It was an accident,"
he said.
" Tell us about it," she encouraged.
He told the story of his emigration . Gerda and I listened .
Our recording machine captured his words on a cassette tape.
" Now tell us about moving back to Denmark ."
Gerda and I were interviewing in Denmark as a part of the
research project, RIBBONS OF MEMORIES, an AmericanScandinavian Ethnic Heritage Oral History Program.
When we created the project over ten years ago, we were
only interested in our parents' experiences, but the stories and
tales they remembered were so exciting and so interesting
we decided to interview other Scandinavian immigrants or
their descendants so that their life stories and family stories
would be preserved . At the present time, we have over 350
hours of conversations with people who have permitted us to
tape the stories of their emigration and assimilation into the
American ways of life .
In 1977, copies of all the tapes and indices we had then
were donated to the Scandinavian Archives at the University
of Washington . The University is and will continue to receive
copies of all the interviews and indices. Copies of all the
Danish tapes and their indices were and are sent, without
charge, to the Danes World Wide Archives in Aalborg,
Denmark, just as copies of the Swedish materials were and
are still mailed to the Emigrant's Institute in Vaxjo, Sweden .
Other institutions, universities, and historical societies
have requested copies of specific tapes. We have sent them
the information requested, but we have had to charge the
cost of replacement tape and postage. These include Luther
College, Docorah, Iowa; Dana College, Blair, Nebraska; the
University of Nebraska, Lincoln ; Pacific Lutheran University,
Tacoma, Washington; and others . Northern Colorado
University receives, for example, any taped interview on
which the Scandinavian interviewee speaks about the
Russo-German immigrants or neighbors.
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While interviewing the immigrants, Gerda and I often
heard about members of the families returning to the land of
their birth . We, of course, asked why Onkel J¢rgen or Tante
Kristine " went back home. " There was always a story. Some
just didn't feel at home in the new land . Some went home for
a visit and stayed . Others returned becuase they did not find
their Dream in America . In one interview we heard that "My
father and all of his brothers and sisters came to America.
When his parents, my grandparents in Sweden, got too old to
work the farm, they asked for somebody to come back. The
family in American had a meeting. Since Uncle Peter was the
only one not married, he was asked to return . He did . He
took over the farm, cared for his mother and father, married,
and stayed there even after the old folks died ."
We called the ones who went back "returnees" until Gerda
found a better word in the dictionary. In fact, she was
hunting for another word when the book opened to a page
accidentally. She gasped, "Did you know there is a word for
the " returnees? " .
I admitted that I didn't .
" Here," she said, pointing at a word .
I read : " Remigrant - a migrant who returns ."
That little incident made us think about all the people
who had mentioned somebody going back .
" Interviews with them would make a very valuable
contribution to the study," Gerda suggested .
We talked about it at length. We both agreed that we had
to expand the study to include some remigrants . During the
summer of 1978, we travelled to three of the Nordic countries
to meet, talk with, and record the memories of the remigrant,
adding more than 10,000 miles to the 50-60,000 we had
already logged in the United States .
When the decision was made to interview remigrants, we
not only went to our file of remigrant names we had kept, but
we also wrote to family, friends and acquaintances both in
the Nordic lands and in the United States. We asked that they
let us know about remigrants in Scandinavia. The responses
were overwhelming. Before we climbed aboard the plane for
the trip, we had the names and addresses of over three dozen
people who would let us talk with them and tape their
remembrances . We only had six weeks for the trip. Thirty-six
interviews scattered throughout three of the countries in six
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weeks? Impossible! And eight conferences with internationally
known experts in migration . It proved to be so. And everytime
we interviewed, we obtained two or three more names. We
could have been there a year!
Today, the project includes twenty-nine remigrants .
The youngest is in his teens; the oldest is in her nineties.
Each one of them had stories to tell about moving to the
United States and returning to Denmark, Finland or Sweden.
Except for the children, each of the adults came to the new
land to find the Dream of America . Each found a part of that
dream . But the "push-pull" factors which caused them to
migrate to the United States were not as strong as the
" push-pull" factors which caused them to remigrate .
Moreover, the "trigger" events which forced the final decision
to "go back home" are as different as the people we
interviewed.
Our first conference with one of the experts in migration
came in Helsinki, Finland . When we learned, however, that
Dr. William Copeland was also a remigrant, we requested and
were granted an interview. He told about his coming to the
United States when he was fourteen years old . The only
English he knew was the greeting, "How do you do?" He
didn't know how many " do's" to use, so he often said, " How
do you do-do-do-do?"
The people who had promised to meet him at the airport
did not show up for some unknown reason . While hunting for
a cab to take him to a hotel, some of his luggage was stolen
- and his dream of America slightly tarnished. He did assure
us that most of the people he met in the new land - the
cabbie, the policeman, the hotel workers, the train
conductors, and the people on the street - were kind and
helpful.
He finally found his way to an Uncle and Aunt in Florida.
There he found a little bit of Finland and the Finnish
language in the community where his family lived, but he was
still sent off to school the day after his arrival "to learn
English ." His two more important souvenirs of his stay in
America are his name and his wife. He wanted an American
name, so he closed his eyes, opened a telephone book, and
put his finger down on the page. He adopted the name his
finger pointed out. He uses it, both in the United States and
Finland. He also met a Finnish exchange student who became
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his wife. He returned to Finland when his wife asked to live
there. She was his " trigger" to go back . Since he spends time
in both countries, we asked him where he felt most at home.
He said that he was at home in Finland when he was in
Finland as well as at home when he was in the United States .
Since Cerda and I had never been in Finland before, we
mixed the pleasure of business with the pleasure of being
tourists . We walked the streets of Helsinki , found lovely
non-tourist restaurants for our meals, met artists and writers
and everyday working people, and enjoyed short rides and
hikes in the country. And we had the " sisu " (courage) to ride
the buses of Helsi nki .
In Turku, we made our headquarters at the University of
Turku . We spent a full day with Dr. Kjero Vertanen,
Department of History at the University . He gave us a
thorough education on the work that the University is doing
in migration studies . We were greatly impressed.
Sweden gave us more conferences and more interviews. In
Stockholm, we interviewed a man who came to the United
States as a sailor. He joined the Norwegian and Swedish
Seamen's Clubs in New York City, and when they recognized
his leadership abilities, they asked him to help them organize.
He did even though he continued to work the ships between
New York and Europe and South America . Later, he was asked
to move to the West Coast to organize the Scandinavian
Seamen there. He did . During the late 1950's, he was
deported from the United States for those activities. His
American-born wife went to Sweden with him .
We still remember his sharp intellect, his dedication to life
and to people, his very vivid personality and strong body. He
also told us about his war experiences in Spain, his life on the
ships, and his accomplishments after his return to Sweden .
None of it was boasting. He said , " This is what I did ." He had
evidence to prove it.
One couple we interviewed in Sweden left their farm in
Kansas at retirement age for a trip to Sweden . The man was
" going home again" to show his American-born wife where he
was born and raised . They found a delightful little farm in
Dalarne, bought it, and stayed . They may still return to
Kansas someday.
Another couple came to the United States to improve
their economic base as well as for the adventure of going to
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another country and beginning life over again . The new land
proved too impersonal, too busy, too fast. They went back
and found a good life in Sweden .
Before we left for Sweden, Mrs . Amelia Fry of the Bancroft
Library at the University of California - Berkeley, California
campus asked us to investigate the history, the social
development, and especially the social consciousness of the
people in Halsingland, Sweden, as a part of the eight-year
study of Chief Justice Earl Warren . We enjoyed a very rainy
day with Dr. Gunnar Hedborg, Lansmuseum, Gavle, Sweden.
For an hour he talked about the people in Halsingland, the
birthplace of Justice Earl Warren's mother. A duplicate of the
tape was sent to Mrs . Earl Warren after we returned . She
kindly relayed her appreciation for the tape to us .
We also spent three days in Vaxjo, Sweden, the home of
th e Emigrant's Institute. Dr. Ulf Beijbom spent half of one day
taking Gerda and me through the Archives . We learned about
the breadth and the depth of the program there. We
inspected the exhibits and the material available for the
researchers who come there for emigration studies. We
learned of the detailed work that Dr. Beijbom himself had
done. We saw the extreme care the people at the Institute
took to preserve everything sent to them by Swede and
Swedish emigrant alike for future generations . Gerda and I
have had many personal tours of many historical archives.
The Emigrant's Institute is the model for all others to copy.
We left Sweden for Denmark and days of pleasant work
and conferences. We interviewed on Jutland , on Fyn , and on
Sjaelland .
Economic reasons caused Mr. and Mrs . AC to come to the
United States from Denmark. His father had a store and he
worked in that store; but the family was barely able to make
ends meet. When AC married , he told his wife that he could
pick up gold on the streets of America . She said that if he
went she would go with him. The quota was filled . They
would have to wait a year, perhaps two years . They decided
that they would go to Canada - a place which both admitted
they " didn't know where it was."
When they arrived in the Pacific Northwest, they learned
that the job they had paid a man to arrange " did not exist,
that the doctor they were supposed to have worked for had
never been born ." They were disappointed but not
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discouraged. Mr. AC found a job in a lumber camp and he
went there to work in the woods felling trees. Mrs. AC took a
job in a shoe factory in a town some distance away . They
didn't like being separated, so Mrs . AC wrangled a job for her
husband at the factory, too .
How Mr. AC managed to get into town is a story in itself.
" I told Mr. Nelson I wanted to leave. He said that I would
have to leave soon if I were going to leave before the ice
broke up on the river. I said I would leave the next evening.
Mr. Nelson and his wife went down to the river with me. He
gave me a big pack of newspapers he carried under his arm
and a box of household matches. He told me to cross the
river on the ice. Then he instructed me to notice one star
straight ahead and said that I should follow it for three or
four hours. When I came to a train track, I should wait there.
A train would come by there about one or two o'clock at
night. 'Listen for that train to come,' he said , 'Then take that
newspaper and build a fire on the tracks , but be sure not to
light the fire until the train is close to you . If the fire burns
out too fast, the train will go by . But if you do it right, the
train will stop for you and pick you up .' I followed his
directions very carefully. I built the fire, The train stopped.
And the engineer, sticking his head out of the engine, called,
'Come on, boy, come on! '"
Mr. AC told us that he learned to read and speak English
from the funny papers and from talking to people all the
time . Later, he found another job, one as a chauffeur. " How
did you get the new job?" I asked .
" The lady needed somebody to drive for her. She was
from one of the oldest families in the town. I talked to her
and told her that I had been a Life Guard for the King of
Denmark. That impressed her."
" How did you finally get to the United States?" Gerda
asked .
" We really wanted to go to the United States in the first
place. We could not get in for a year or so because of the
quota . After we had been in Canada for two years, I went- to
the Ambassador from the United States and explained to him
that we would like to get to the United States . A week later
he came up to me and told me that he had a visa for me, but
that he could not get one for my wife. I left. I went down
through Detroit to Chi cago . I went out one night, and when I
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returned to the hotel the manager asked me to pay my bill . I
reached into my pocket and my money was gone somebody had sneaked it away . I was thrown out of the
hotel. I called a friend and stayed with him ."
A few months later, Mr. AC and his wife were in Omaha.
" Mrs . AC met a woman and asked her if she could get me a
job . a few days later, we got a letter from the lady . She had a
job for me - at the Yellow Cab Company . I didn't know if I
could do that because I could hardly speak English and I had
never been in Omaha. We talked with her and her husband,
and he talked me into taking the job . I went down to the cab
company and picked up a hack . One of my first customers
was a drunk . He couldn 't remember where he lived. I drove
around until he recognized the neighborhood, and then I
went up and down streets until he found his house. That's
how I started driving a cab. "
Mr. AC's adventures were not over. "One day I stopped
near the curb at Sixteenth and Cummings and got out of my
cab . A man stepped up and hit me. I hit him back. Before I
knew what was happening, he pulled out a police badge and
arrested me. I got five days in jail. Mrs . AC saved me. She
marched up to the City Hall and demanded to see the Mayor.
She told him what had happened . Fortunately, the Mayor
knew that justice had to be served . I was freed and I went
back to hacking. "
Mr. and Mrs . AC told about their life in America and
about their return to Denmark . We have about ninety minutes
of remembrances from them.
Mr . HB left Denmark because of his need for adventure.
He also had a strong desire to see and learn more, but it was
his adventuring spirit which was most important. He returned
to Denmark, became a remigrant, because of family responsibilities . He had the old spirit of family loyalty. After his
father passed away, he had to return to manage the family
business.
Mr . BC came from a family which had supplied many
emigrants to America. His father had fifteen brothers and
sisters . Thirteen of them "ran away from home to America. "
The letters that they wrote recounted their adventures in their
adopted country . Mr . BC and three of his close friends read
those letters and decided that America was just the place for
them to go. They applied for emigration papers at the same
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time . Flemming, one of the friends , received his papers, and
he " took off for the new country ." Mr. BC waited and waited .
His papers did not come . One day he decided to motorcycle
to Copenhagen to find out why his had not been sent. When
he started his motorcycle, his mother asked, " Where are you
going?" Mr. BC replied that he was headed for America . " I am
going papers or not." " Well," his mother said, "if you are so
determined to go, your papers are in the parlor under the
rug. " He got his papers and went to America .
Some years later he and his wife returned to Denmark to
visit the family . His mother-in-law was very sick , so they
decided to stay and help all that they could . Mr. BC said that
it was " tough to get back ." Both Mr. and Mrs . BC admitted
that the first year " home" was " the worst year in their lives."
When his wife's mother passed away three years later, they
had decided to stay in Denmark.
HH had no idea that she would ever leave Denmark . She
wrote a letter for an older friend to the woman 's son in the
United States. The young man had to return to make the
necessary arrangements for his mother at an " old people's
home ." HH and the young man had been childhood friends.
Before he left for America, they became engaged and
arranged to be married when she could get to Chicago . When
Dr. Max Henius needed a secretary, she got the job . She
became deeply involved with the Rebild Society and the
construction of the log cabin at Rebild Bakke. After the death
of her husband , she returned to Denmark.
Mr. and Mrs . PC dreamed of California and moved there.
They settled in Los Angeles where Mr . PC found a job . They
told of their learning the new language, and all of us shared a
good laugh when they remembered their first shopping trip to
a Super-market. " After supper a neighbor came over to see
how we had managed . 'Oh , you have gotten a cat,' the
neighbor said . We told her that we had not. 'Well ,' the
woman said , pointing at an empty can in the sink, 'why did
you buy cat food?' We knew then why it tasted funny ."
They also had difficulty trying to buy a household
appliance with cash . The salesman couldn 't understand
anybody paying with money instead of a credit card. They
returned to Denmark a few years later. Instrumental in their
decision were the strikes they became involved in and the
variou s affirmative action programs which were passed into
law.
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Old fashioned homesickness triggered the return of
and Mrs. EF and their children. They missed their family
friends . They also found Los Ange/es a huge, impersonal
in which they wasted many hours of their lives driving

Mr.
and
city
the

freeways miles and miles to work and between jobs.
Mr. OH was a teacher. He first came to the United States
on a teacher exchange program. As soon as he could after his
year in the States, he returned. He found getting a teaching
job was impossible. He ended up working in a furniture store
as manager. His disappointment in not getting a teaching
position and the rising crime rate where he lived worked
together to send him and his wife back to Denmark .
"Everything went down," SJ recalled. "The prices of horses,
crops, everything went down
and it caused us to think
about moving. A friend talked to my husband about Canada
and told him that anybody with such a good education could
do better there. We went to Canada before we got our last
papers. We came to Canada. We came to a Jewish family
which had six large department stores on Main Street in
Montreal. We worked for them. Later, we moved to the
United States and found jobs with a family . We didn't make
very much money so we decided to find another job. We
wanted to make more money. They were very, very nice
people, they were.
" And we worked for the Rockefellers in Williamsburg.
They, too, were a very, very nice family and they knew how
to raise their children. Later, during the war, we worked for
Mr. and Mrs. Danny Kaye . We were very lucky that we had
good references. We thought it would be interesting to work
for him because he was just beginning to be popular then .
We got the job, and we were just like family, like with the
Rockerfellers, too.
"One day Mrs. Kaye forgot to tell me what to fix for
dinner, so I just fixed what I wanted to. After that, Mrs. Kaye
told me to do just that! I could make anything I wanted to
for their meals. We went home (to Denmark) in 1946, and we
talked about staying there . Our friends told us that we would
never settle down in Denmark after our glamorous life in the
United States . We went back to America and had our last job
with Secretary of the Treasury Dillon. Mrs. Dillon kept telling
us how good we were, but we decided to return to Denmark.
I told her that we were going home. She gave us a huge
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basket of things." And so they returned to Denmark.
Several of the men and women who remained unmarried
while they were in the States returned to Denmark. They had
no family in America, had put down no roots in their adopted
land . We found them to be quite happy as Senior Citizens in
Denmark; but, like most of the remigrants and many of the
immigrants, they had divided hearts.
With just twenty-nine remigrants on tape, Gerda and I
could not and cannot come to any conclusions. At least, that
many remigrants have spoken to the future about their
experiences. We also talked with people deeply involved in
migration, immigration, and language studies. They include
Mrs . Inger Bladt, Danes World Wide Archives; Dr. Kristian
Hvidt, the dean of emigrant studies; and Dr. Ivar Kjaer of the
Institute of Nordic Philology at the University of Copenhagen;
who spoke to us about the old Danish dialects still used in
America .
We also found time to relax and visit with our families in
Denmark and Sweden . We returned, then, to California elated
and disappointed . We were extremely happy with the work
we had accomplished; we were very sad that there was
neither the time nor the money to stay longer and tape more .
In his last letter to us, Dr. Ulf Beijbom wrote, "Just now
one of my people is on Oland interviewing the Olanders, and
a couple of days ago I discussed the possibility to start an
oral history project in Vastergotland. As you can see your
project is giving us impulses to a Swedish RIBBONS OF
MEMORIES."
We can never forget the experiences we had especially
when we recall some of the last words that two of the
interviewees said to us . RA said, "I had a wonderful life in
America . I miss America." AR said "When I was in America, I
missed all the birthdays and all the anniversaries and all the
holidays with my family and friends. I have come home at
last to go to their funerals ."
Edward F. and Gerda Sundberg are Directors of an oral history project entitled,
"Ribbons of Memories, an American Scandinavian Ethnic Heritage Oral History
Program. They have interviewed and recorded the experiences and thoughts of
Scandinavian immigrants throughout the United States, and they are still doing it as
resources and time permits. Last year, they were awarded medals of honor for their
work by the Emigrant's Institute, Vaxjo, Sweden, and the Danes Worldwide
Archives, Aalborg, Denmark. Edward Sundberg is Professor of English and
Literature at Cabrillo College, and he and Gerda reside at Watsonville, California.
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